
  
    
      
    
  


Author’s note

The Bill of the Honourable Henry Grey Bennet to abolish the employment of climbing boys was accepted by the House of commons for the second time in 1891. But it was thrown out of the House of Lords after the Earl of Lauderdale made a facetious speech which kept his fellow Peers in roars of laughter.

Innumerable little boys suffered hell until ‘The Chimney-Sweeps Bill’ in 1875 brought an end to their sufferings.


1

The door of The George and Dragon opened and a gentleman stepped out into the crisp and frosty November air. The sun was sinking low behind the trees, their leafless branches like skeleton fingers etched against the crimson and gold of the sky.

The noise and laughter from within the inn was dimmed as the gentleman closed the door. Then, setting his high hat at a rakish angle on his dark hair, he looked to where across the village green a black and yellow phaeton pulled by four perfectly matched chestnuts was waiting for him.

They were not the only fine piece of bloodstock on the green – hunters, tired and muddy, were being ridden slowly home by their grooms, and the phaetons, the curricles and the closed landaus of their owners, who had spent an exhausting day in the saddle, were waiting to convey their masters in comfort.

The gentleman was just about to cross the narrow country road to his phaeton when he heard a soft, musical, but slightly frightened voice say,

“I pray you, Sirs, to let me pass.”

“No, you have to choose! It must be one or the other of us!”

The gentleman recognised the voice of a somewhat dissolute young Baronet and glancing casually to the side of the inn he saw, standing on the high step of a black and white thatched cottage, a girl wearing a long blue cloak trimmed with grey fur.

The hood was pulled over her head, but even at this distance he could distinguish a small white face with large dark eyes. In front of her stood the Baronet and another young man, both of them in mud-spattered white buckskin breeches and pink hunting-coats with the green lapels of the Morden Chase.

“Come along, make up your mind!” the Baronet insisted. There was no doubt from the slight slur of his words that the hot punch served in The George and Dragon had proved over-potent.

The gentleman took another step towards his phaeton. After all, it was none of his business, and if young Haydon and his friend wished to bait a local maiden he would not spoil their fun.

“Please, please let me proceed. I beg of you!”

It was the girl’s voice that made the gentleman turn back. There was something so young, so defenceless about it, something which made him on an impulse retrace his steps.

“I think I am the winner!”

It was the Baronet’s friend who spoke. There was no doubt that he was considerably foxed and that the drink he had consumed had also made him aggressively amorous.

“Come along, you entrancing little creature!” he said.

He moved forward and put out his arms as if he would place them around the girl on the step. She winced away from him, and as she did so the gentleman said drily,

“I think you heard the lady say she wished to pass!”

He drawled the words with a slight note of amusement in his voice, but the Baronet turned to look at him sharply and almost immediately there was a look of apology on his face. His friend, on the other hand, took longer to discover who had spoken.

“What the devil has it got..?” he began, only, on seeing who stood there, to appear confused, his aggression oozing away from him.

The gentleman ignored them both. He merely bowed slightly ironically to the small figure on the doorstep.

“May I escort you, Madame, to your carriage – if you have one?”

She looked up at him. In the fast-fading light he could see that she was very young and her eyes were indeed extraordinarily large.

“Thank you,” she said breathlessly.

She moved down the step to stand beside him, ignoring the Baronet and his friend, who let her pass without saying anything further.

She was very small, her head hardly reaching to the top of the gentleman’s broad shoulders, but then he was unusually tall and there was, she thought, as she glanced up at him nervously, something almost overpowering about him. It was less his looks than his presence, and she could understand why the men who had been harrying her had been stricken into silence.

The village green extended to the right of the inn and lay in front of some other black and white thatched cottages. There were wooden stocks at the edge of it and on the other side was the duck pond in which legend had it that more than a dozen witches had in one century or another met their deaths. In the centre of the green there was an old-fashioned gig and drawing it, or rather cropping the grass, was a large, fat, piebald pony.

It was almost a ludicrous contrast with the elegant vehicles and the high-spirited horses of the gentry clustered around the inn. The girl in the blue cloak moved towards the gig, walking quickly, and because she was so small she seemed to hurry while the gentleman appeared merely to stroll and yet to keep pace with her.

They were away from the cottages and out of earshot of the two discomfited hunting bucks before she spoke again. Then, in the soft little voice that had attracted the attention of the gentleman in the first instance, she said,

“I am indeed grateful to you, Sir. It was my own fault – I had forgotten that the Hunt met here today.”

“It happens every year, I believe,” the gentleman remarked.

“Yes, it does,” she replied. “But it had slipped my memory.”

“Then I should be more careful next year.”

“I will.”

They had reached the gig by this time and he saw that the reins were neatly knotted and hitched to the dashboard.

“You have far to go?” he enquired.

She shook her head.

“A very short distance. And thank you once again.”

He looked down at her. The dying sun made a last effort and a ray of sunlight striking through the bare trees shone on her face. She was very lovely – surprisingly and unexpectedly lovely.

There was something ethereal about the small, pointed face – a spiritual look such as the gentleman had not seen before, or at any rate not for a long time, on any woman. It reminded him of a painting, although he could not for the moment recall the name of the artist. He saw now that her eyes were blue – not the blue that might be expected to go with the very pale gold hair peeping from beneath her hood – but the deep tempestuous blue of a winter sea. And strangely enough the long lashes surrounding them were dark.

‘Strange eyes,’ he told himself. ‘Eyes that hold a certain mystery about them.’

And he knew as he thought of it, that the girl’s eyes, looking up into his, were held as if spellbound.

“You must take better care of yourself,” he, said, and his voice was deep.

Then with a little twist to his lips he asked,

“Do I get my reward?”

“Reward?” she questioned.

She was still looking at him, thinking that never in her life had she imagined that a man could be so handsome, so incredibly good-looking, and at the same time look so cynical, so sardonic, and, perhaps the right word was, so raffish!

It was a face, she told herself, of a buccaneer. Then because the question confused her, she dropped her eyes. She put her hand on the gig as if for support.

“I have saved you,” the gentleman said, “and you must pay your debt. Do they not teach you in the country that a debt of honour must be honoured?”

She glanced up at him again bewildered, uncertain.

“I do not think I know what you mean,” she said hardly above a whisper.

“I think you do,” he replied, and lifting her chin with the fingers of his right hand he bent and kissed her lips.

For a long moment neither of them moved. She felt as if she had been turned into stone. The warm hard pressure of his mouth on hers was something she could not credit, could not realise was actually happening. With his lips he captured and held her prisoner, and she knew in some obscure part of her mind that she should attempt to escape.

She must move, she must draw away! Yet she found she had no willpower but was lost in a strange and breathless bewilderment in which she was mesmerised into immobility. Then he raised his head and set her free.

“You will doubtless make some bovine young countryman extremely happy.” he said in a dry mocking voice and walked away.

She stood very still watching him go. She could not believe what had taken place – a man she had never seen in her life before, a man she did not know, had kissed her! Shamelessly, immodestly, unbelievably, she had not struggled against him or even fought to prevent it happening. She had just stood and let his lips hold hers.

It was a dream, it was something which could not have happened, and yet it had.

She climbed into the gig. The sun had gone and the tall, broad-shouldered figure walking away from her was lost in the dusk. Anyway, she did not wish to look – she could not look – she only knew she must get away. She must return home and try and explain to herself, if she could, what had occurred.

The fat piebald pony moved slowly and with some reluctance onto the road. He was leaving behind the grass of the green, but he knew he was going home and there would be a comfortable stall and fresh hay waiting for him.

He quickened his pace a little and after jogging along the road for barely a quarter of a mile, turned in through a stone-flanked gateway. It was not a long drive, and as they emerged from the shade of the ancient oak trees, there was in front of them a beautiful red-brick Elizabethan mansion with its timbered roof, gabled windows, and studded-oak front door.

As the gig appeared, a groom came hurrying from the side of the house where he had obviously been waiting.

“Ye be late, Miss Orelia,” he said with the reproachful familiarity of an old servant.

“I know, Abbey,” Orelia replied. “But poor Sarah only passed away an hour ago.”

“She be dead then, Miss?”

Orelia nodded.

“Yes, Abbey, and we cannot be anything but glad. She has been in terrible pain these past months.”

“Aye, I knows, Miss, and her must have been glad to have had ye there.”

“I think she wanted me,” Orelia said simply as she stepped down from the gig.

As she did so the front door opened. Another old man, well into his seventies, stood waiting.

“You’re back, Miss Orelia,” he said. “I was just about to send Abbey for you.”

“Uncle Arthur?” Orelia asked quickly.

“The doctor is with him, Miss, but I don’t think there is much hope.”

“I will go up to him,” Orelia said.

She undid the clasp of her cloak and the butler took it from her. She put up her hand to her hair. It was pale gold – so pale it reminded one of the sunshine in the very early spring. Her dress was plain and slightly old-fashioned, but it could not conceal the thin, lithe grace of her young figure, and the soft curves of her breasts. Above them the long slim neck gave the tiny face with its fair hair a poise and at the same time a fairy-like beauty that made Orelia seem almost unearthly – a nymph or perhaps a very young goddess from Olympus.

She ran up the stairs, her slippers hardly seeming to touch the worn carpet. Then on the landing she paused for a moment, her eyes dark with apprehension and anxiety before she opened the bedroom door.

*

It was the following day before Orelia had time to think again of the gentleman who had rescued her from the undesirable attentions of two drunken young fops, to only then insult her himself.

And yet had it been such an insult? Had she not condoned his behaviour by not protesting or struggling against him? She knew he had thought her to be of no consequence.

“You will doubtless make some bovine young countryman extremely happy.”

She could hear his voice, with that dry, mocking note in it, which told her all too clearly that he had not thought much of her. But of course no Lady of Breeding or Quality would drive unattended!

She longed to explain why she had taken the gig and fat Dapple to the village without a servant to escort her. Abbey had had a bottle of medicine to collect from the physician – the boy who assisted him in the stables was sick. If she was to visit old Sarah, who she knew to be dying, then she must go alone.

How could she have been so foolish as to forget the Meet of the Morden Chase at The George and Dragon? And how could she have stood tongue-tied and motionless when the stranger had kissed her?

She thought perhaps she had been bemused into a state of stupidity by Sarah’s death – dear old Sarah, whom she had known since she was a child, who had looked after her when she had first come to live with her Uncle Arthur at Morden, and who had for years been in fact the only mother-like figure in her life.

Yet now Sarah was gone, and Uncle Arthur too.

He died just before dawn, holding Orelia’s hand, but talking of people long since dead or whom she had never known. She had realised when he spoke of her father how deeply he had loved his brother. But there were other relations whom he must have known as a boy and who, to Orelia, were only names. Then shortly before he had died he had asked,

“Caroline, where is Caroline?”

“She is abroad, Uncle Arthur,” Orelia answered. “She would wish to be with you now if she knew that you needed her. But I am not even aware of her address.”

“Abroad! Always gadding about – never content to stay at home – always in trouble. You must help her, Orelia.”

“I am afraid Caroline will not listen to me, Uncle Arthur.”

“Yes she will,” he insisted.

Although his voice was weak there was a positive note in it that had not been there before.

“She would always listen to you. You were a good influence – a very good influence on Caroline. You will stay with her – do not let her get into trouble, promise me!”

“I promise that I will try to do what you want,” Orelia replied.

“Promise!” he said again.

“I promise,” she answered.

She was not quite certain what she was promising and yet she had the feeling that she had made a vow to a dying man that had some significance.

It was strange that his last coherent thought and words should have been of Caroline. In these past years she had meant very little in his life, and sometimes it seemed as if he had almost forgotten her and thought that Orelia was his daughter, because they shared so many interests in common.

Caroline could not be expected to be content with the poverty, the discomfort and the lack of amusement at Morden. She was so beautiful, so carefree, so alive, so eager to be amused by the social world, that it was not surprising that they heard little of her.

But now that her father was dead Orelia knew that somehow she must get in touch with Caroline, that she must come home – that she must claim what small inheritance was left to her.

*

In the months that followed Orelia felt that everything depended on Caroline’s return.

She must do her best to carry on, to keep the estate, such as it was, going until the daughter of the house and the heir came home.

The lawyers agreed to advance certain monies for the payment of the old servants and for the farming of the lands, but they made it quite clear that they did it with reluctance, having really no authority to pay for anything without Lady Caroline’s permission.

“I think she is in Rome,” Orelia told them, “but I cannot be certain. A courier brought us a letter from her seven months ago. She told us she was travelling in Italy and intended to stay in Rome for some time. That is all I know. I have sent a letter by sea to the address from which she wrote, but of course she may have moved.”

“Then we must trust, Miss Stanyon, that you will be as economical as possible,” the lawyer said.

His precise, dusty voice seemed to have no touch of humanity in it.

“I will do my best,” Orelia replied.

A few distant relatives had come to the funeral and when it was over the will had been read. It was very simple.

The fifth Earl of Morden had left everything he possessed to his only child, Lady Caroline Stanyon. But in a codicil dated September 9th, 1817, he had added,

‘I also leave to my daughter the care and guardianship of my niece, Orelia Stanyon, whose kindness and solicitude for me during these years has brought me great happiness. I enjoin my daughter to allow her Cousin Orelia to make this house her home and I ask Orelia in her turn to help my daughter, Caroline, and to act as she has done in the past both as her inspiration and her conscience.’

Orelia felt a flush rise to her cheeks as the lawyer read out the strange request.

She had known that the elderly relations present had glanced at her curiously and at the same time there was an expression of relief on their faces, thinking that she was provided for and they did not have to offer her any sort of hospitality.

It was only when they had all left and Orelia was alone in the house, that she faced the future with apprehension. What would Caroline think of her father’s strange instructions? Would she be prepared to act as guardian to a girl with whom she had been brought up but with whom she obviously how had very little in common?

It was one thing for Caroline to have had an affection for her younger cousin when they were children, to allow Orelia to run after her, to serve her, to obey her, to love her and to be proudly her confidante.

Orelia remembered how often she had sat perched on Caroline’s bed, listening to the stories of her successes with men. Caroline had incited men to pursue her since she was thirteen, and, Orelia thought, it was not surprising. There was no one more entrancing, more beguiling, or more flirtatious than Caroline. With her dark, tumbled locks, her oval face, dancing black eyes and pouting red mouth, she was an irresistible bait for every young man within the vicinity of twenty miles of her home.

Then as she grew older she went off to stay in London with her Godmother, who was a distant relative, and came back elated with her success. She was ready to talk from dusk to eve of the swains who had laid their hearts at her feet, had written odes to her eyebrows, and had toasted her the whole length and breadth of St. James’s Street.

When she was seventeen Caroline fell in love. It was then that she found Orelia indispensable, for Caroline had always to talk of her feelings, her heartthrobs, her future plans, and Orelia was only too happy to listen. There were three years between the cousins and yet sometimes, at fourteen, Orelia had felt that she was older than Caroline.

Caroline was so impetuous, so irresponsible, so easily swayed by the excitement, the thrill of the moment, that she never gave herself time to think. She never stopped to consider before she acted.

“Oh, please Caroline, do not do that!” Orelia would plead, only to have Caroline reply,

“Why not? What am I waiting for? This is life! This is living! I want to enjoy myself every moment of it, Orelia! It is so easy to miss something and indeed I intend to miss nothing!”

Caroline did miss nothing – crazily impetuous, she married a Stanyon who was a distant cousin, a spendthrift, a gambler, a handsome young blade of no consequence, when she was eighteen. It was reaction from her first love affair, as Orelia knew. It was a desperate gesture to prevent herself from being hurt, to pretend that her heart did not ache, that she did not miss the man she loved and who had gone away because he had loved her. Left on his father’s death with a multitude of debts and an impoverished estate, no other course was open to him.

“Yes, I am Lord Faringham,” he had said bitterly, “a nobleman with a leaking roof and empty pockets! Of what value is my heart in such circumstances?”

There had been floods of tears from Caroline and wild incoherent utterances from the man who had worshipped her since she was in the nursery.

Then one morning he was no longer there.

‘I will make my fortune, my darling,’ he wrote. ‘Wait for me – I love you, I love you!’

But Caroline would not wait! Denying her own unhappiness, running away from her own emotions, she allowed herself to be swept off her feet by an expertly plausible young libertine.

It was an idiotic marriage – a marriage that could never possibly have succeeded. But nothing Orelia might say would stop Caroline from marrying Harry Stanyon. And within six months of the marriage Harry was dead. He died in the same crazy manner in which he had lived – riding blindfold in a race across country in which two other men were badly maimed and three horses had to be destroyed.

It was the sort of unnecessary tragedy that made people say that the roistering days of the Regency had gone too far – that the Regent was a degrading influence and set a bad example to the hot-blooded young bucks who surrounded him – that society should show more sense of propriety and that something would have to be done about it!

It was a nine-days’ wonder. The gossips talked of little else – there were cartoons and scurrilous articles in the newspapers – but after, it was quickly forgotten.

The fact remained that Harry Stanyon was dead and Caroline was a widow before she was nineteen. It was then, when for the first time in her life Caroline was a little subdued and undoubtedly apprehensive of the future, that her Godmother came to the rescue.

Before the full effects of what had happened could be felt at Morden, before the Earl could realise with what a rake-hell set of society his daughter had become involved, Caroline set off for Europe on the Grand Tour. Only an occasional letter told her father and Orelia where she was and what was happening to her. But even the few badly written lines she sent them told Orelia all too clearly that Caroline had not only recovered her spirits but was enjoying herself inordinately.

Now, thinking of her cousin, Orelia gave a little sigh. Unless Caroline found another husband, what would she do on her return? That she would find Morden extremely dull was obvious.

As they were near London it would not be difficult to invite friends to stay and for Caroline to seek the social world she so enjoyed. Yet where was the money to come from? That was the real question, the real problem, the crux on which everything rested – money!

Orelia was tired of hearing about it – money needed for the land, money for the house, money for the wages. One thing was sure, although she never complained, there was never any money for herself.

Then Orelia began to think. She had plenty of time to do so for they were snowed in that Christmas. Fortunately there was plenty of wood to keep the fires going in the house, and the old cook who had been at Morden for over fifty years had salted away game and fish, so there was enough to eat, besides the hams hanging from the rafters in the kitchen and the doves that were plentiful in the dovecote. But Orelia was not particularly concerned with what she ate.

A sudden idea had come to her as she tidied up her uncle’s papers – the papers on which he had been working up to the time of his death. She had helped him with them, copying out his untidy manuscript in her beautiful, elegant handwriting, filing away the reference books so that he could consult them again at a moment’s notice and keeping copious notes so that in the end she felt as if she knew as much about his subject as he did.

Papers would come from London and she would often read them first and then tell her uncle the parts that were particularly applicable to the book he was compiling.

Copies of Hansard – the official daily report of the speeches in the Houses of Parliament – would arrive regularly and Orelia would look through them when her uncle did not have time, in case there was anything that had a bearing on what particularly concerned him.

But when he died his book was not completed. No more than half was done and Orelia knew that she could not finish it. There was, however, something else she could do. The more she thought about it the more she was certain that it was within her powers.

All through December and after Christmas, Orelia sat in her uncle’s study working at his desk and at the end of January she packed up a parcel – not a very large one – and sent it to London. When it had gone, she felt curiously depleted – as if she had given so much of herself and now she was left with nothing more to give. But life at Morden still had to carry on.

It was not until the middle of May that unexpectedly and without any warning, Caroline returned. One moment it seemed to Orelia the place was quiet and dark, and the next minute it was all noise, excitement and sunshine – Caroline was home! She stepped out of an expensive carriage drawn by four sweating horses and for a moment Orelia found it was hard to recognise her.

Never had she looked so lovely or so elegant. Her driving-coat of red velvet trimmed with tiny bands of ermine was echoed by her bonnet trimmed with red ostrich feathers and tied under her chin with satin ribbons.

“Orelia, Orelia! I am home! My love, how divine to see you. I have so much to tell you!”

It was Caroline, there was no doubt about that.

She swept into the hall, laughing, talking, smiling at the old servants, demanding refreshments, throwing her ermine muff on one chair, her bonnet on another. Orelia felt as if life had come back to the house and that something within her own heart leapt to meet it.

“Dearest, what have you done to yourself?” Caroline exclaimed. “But I know, of course, what it is! You have grown older. You have grown up, and I was still thinking of you as the little girl who sat on my bed and listened to my lurid adventures in love.”

“We cannot help growing older,” Orelia laughed. “I am eighteen, Caroline, and you will be twenty-two in July!”

“Do not remind me,” Caroline begged. “But you – you are lovely, Orelia. I had no idea you would grow into a beauty!”

“A very pale one beside you,” Orelia said quietly.

“Nonsense,” Caroline replied. “We are a perfect foil for each other, as we always have been. You were always the good little angel and I was a naughty black devil – do you not remember?”

“I remember you were always beautiful and always the most exciting person I have ever known.”

Caroline laughed, obviously pleased with the compliment.

“Oh, I have so much to tell you,” she said.

Then looking round the room, she added,

“Heavens, how shabby it all is! Thank goodness we can get away from it! We are going to London, Orelia, and you are coming with me! I planned that I should take you as my companion, but now that I have seen you I know it is imperative that your beauty should no longer be hidden away in this dismally dull hole!”

She linked her arm in Orelia’s.

“We will set the town on fire together. I wonder what they will call us. For everyone in the Ton has nicknames, as you well know!”

“I have heard that you are ‘The Incomparable of Incomparables,’” Orelia said.

“That is but one of them,” Caroline replied. “But what fun we will have! We will light the social world with our looks and our brilliance, you and I! And how extraordinary it was of Papa to make me your guardian – I shall be a very bad one – I expect you to guard me, Orelia!”

“You know about Uncle Arthur?” Orelia asked in a low voice.

“I found a letter from the lawyers waiting for me in my Godmother’s house in London.”

“I wrote to Rome,” Orelia said.

“I had left, but a friend brought it to me in Paris,” Caroline replied, “but you only told me that Papa was dead. When I returned last week I found, with the lawyers’ communication, a copy of the will.”

“I am afraid, Caroline, there is very little money,” Orelia said apologising. “When you talk of our going to London I must ask how we can possibly afford it.”

Caroline threw back her head and laughed. She looked so pretty as she did so that Orelia felt she was like a spectacular bird of Paradise and that it would be impossible to explain to this glowing, glorious creature that none of the things she wanted would be possible because they could not pay for them.

“I have not told you my news,” Caroline said. “Now, Orelia, hold your breath, for it really is stupendous! I am to be married!”

“Married!” Orelia exclaimed. “But who to?”

“You would never guess, you would never guess in a thousand years!” Caroline said. “It is so wonderful, so marvellous, so unbelievably exciting! But Orelia, the Marquis of Ryde has offered for me!”

“The Marquis of Ryde?” Orelia repeated. “Should I know of him?”

“You do not know the Marquis of Ryde?” Caroline cried. “Fie on you, Orelia – you really do live in the back of beyond if you have never heard of the Wicked Marquis!”

“The Wicked Marquis?” Orelia echoed rather stupidly. “But surely, if that is what he is called, you cannot wish to marry him?”

“Not wish to marry the Marquis of Ryde!” Caroline exclaimed. “But you must be nit-witted if you do not realise Orelia, that I have landed the most elusive, the most sought-after, the most stupendous matrimonial catch in the whole of Great Britain!”

She drew a deep breath.

“His Lordship is rich – he’s of tremendous consequence, he has so many possessions I do not think he knows all of them himself. He is handsome, compelling, and, of course, wicked! He is irresistible!”

“And he loves you?” Orelia asked.

“I do not believe that the Marquis loves anyone but himself and never has,” Caroline replied. “But he wants an heir and he wants a wife who will grace his table, his jewels and his position. Who better than I?”

Caroline spoke in her most light-hearted and inconsequential voice, and then suddenly in a more confiding tone she said,

“I never believed, Orelia, that I would pull it off. We met in Paris and he said that he admired me. But you could never be sure with the Marquis – he is one of those men that make one feel that whatever he says he is only paying lip service and does not mean a word of it! And then, Orelia, I think he was in somewhat of a coil.”

“What do you mean by that?” Orelia enquired.

“Well, I heard, rumours – vague rumours because the Marquis covers his tracks very skilfully – that he had become involved with some very important lady and that her possessiveness might cause a political scandal!” Caroline gave a little laugh.

“Anyway, suddenly, from being very pleasant but nothing more, he declared himself! Can you believe it, Orelia? I shall be the Marchioness of Ryde – the most important social figure, apart from the Royal Family, in the whole of England! “

Orelia moved away from her cousin.

“And what about George?” she asked quietly.

For a moment it seemed as if the whole room was still. Then in a very different voice from the one she had used before, Caroline replied,

“George? George must be dead! I have not heard from him for over a year. He was in India then or some such outlandish place. It is no use thinking of George, Orelia. Besides, how could you compare George with the Marquis of Ryde?”

“You loved him,” Orelia said. “You only married Harry because you were so unhappy after George went away. I thought perhaps now that Harry is dead you would wait for him to return.”

“He will not return! He will never come back!” Caroline said quickly. “And besides, even if he did, I expect our feelings have changed towards each other. I was only seventeen, Orelia. What did I know of love, and what did George know about it for that matter?”

“He went away because he loved you,” Orelia said. “He loved you so desperately, Caroline, that he would not ask you to share poverty and discomfort. He asked you to wait until he could make his fortune!”

“And how long is that likely to be?” Caroline said. “Do not be so nonsensical, Orelia! I have the most splendid, the most glittering offer that any woman could ever wish for – from the Marquis of Ryde! I am to be his wife! No man in the world could offer me a better social position.”

“The Wicked Marquis!” Orelia said reflectively. “Why is he wicked?”

Caroline shrugged her shoulders.

“It is the name he has been given because he is so handsome, because every woman at whom he even snaps his fingers, runs behind him like a small dog begging for his favours!”

Caroline laughed, but Orelia did not smile.

“All the husbands are jealous of him,” she continued. “Moreover, besides being so rich, His Lordship wins a fortune every night at cards, his horses are successful on the turf, the Regent consults him at every turn! So inevitably there are people ready to attribute to him every sort of crime, simply because they are consumed by envy!”

“Is that all?” Orelia asked.

“Of course not!” Caroline replied. “In Rome he gave orgies – which were so outrageous that it is said that the Pope threatened to excommunicate anyone who attended them! In Venice a Princess tried to cut her throat when the Marquis was tired of her.”

“Did she die?” Orelia enquired.

“No, she was saved. In Paris His Lordship caused such a commotion in the gaming halls of the Palais Royal that he himself declared it was time he went home. He earns his nickname, I assure you!”

“And do you think he is really wicked, in himself?” Orelia asked.

Caroline made no pretence of not understanding Orelia’s question. But again she shrugged her shoulders.

“I hope so,” she replied. “At least he will not prove to be a dead bore like so many other men.”

“And do you believe,” Orelia persisted, “that in time you will come to love him?”

“Love!” Caroline laughed. “The Marquis does not wish for love! A clinging, maudlin wife would bore him to distraction. Dear, foolish Orelia, I really will have to educate you in the ways of the Beau Ton! His Lordship and I will deal well together – I shall supply him with the heir he needs, and he will give me everything I want.”

“Everything?” Orelia asked.

There was a little pause and just for a moment Orelia thought Caroline’s eyes went blank. Then defiantly, almost aggressively, she said loudly,

“Everything, Orelia, that I could possibly desire.”
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All the way to London, Caroline regaled Orelia with her adventures in Italy and France.

“The Comte was crazy about me,” she said, not once but a dozen times, about a young Frenchman she had met in Paris.

“But surely this must have been before you had become betrothed to the Marquis?” Orelia asked.

Caroline glanced at her mischievously out of the corner of her eyes.

“I am trying to teach you not to be rural, Orelia,” she smiled.

“Do you really mean to tell me,” Orelia enquired, “that even after you had promised the Marquis you would marry him, you were still flirting with the Comte?”

“But of course I was,” Caroline replied. “You do not suppose that because I am to be married, it means I must behave like a nun!”

“Perhaps not a nun,” Orelia conceded, “but surely the Marquis will expect some degree of propriety?”

“I behaved with the utmost propriety,” Caroline replied. “We only met at night in the garden of the château, or if it was raining he crept into the house by the balcony!”

“Caroline!” Orelia exclaimed. “You really are a disgrace! How can you be so naughty? Besides, what would have happened if the Marquis had discovered you?”

“I am quite certain His Lordship was still engaged with his own flirts, who are too numerous for me even to know their names,” Caroline replied. “He is prodigiously attractive, Orelia, and women flutter round him in an infatuated manner that makes me laugh.”

“But Caroline, what will happen when you are married?” Orelia asked in a worried voice.

She was indeed very perturbed at Caroline’s attitude to her marriage. She knew that Caroline needed a husband who would not only adore her, but who would master her. Underneath her frivolity and her insatiable need for new excitement, Caroline had a very warm-hearted nature. But being so beautiful she had been spoilt all her life.

Now it seemed to Orelia that she was like an unbroken horse ready to go to any lengths to get her own way and in grave danger of sooner or later becoming as irresponsible and as unrestrained as her husband had been.
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